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Serpentine House refurbishment wins the 2019 Finlandia Prize for 
Architecture 
 
 
Serpentine House (Käärmetalo) in the Käpylä district of Helsinki dates back to 1951 and is one of 
the most notable designs by Finnish architect Yrjö Lindegren.  The refurbishment was carried out 
by Kati Salonen and Mona Schalin Arkkitehdit Oy. The winner of the Finlandia Prize for 
Architecture, awarded by the Association of Finnish Architects (SAFA), was this year selected by 
the artist, author Hannu Väisänen.  
 
“Designed by Yrjö Lindegren, Serpentine House is one of the highlights of Finnish architecture,” 
Hannu Väisänen said, commenting on 
Serpentine House’s architectural 
significance. “When an iconic building 
such as this falls into disrepair, and finds 
itself close to collapse, restoring it calls 
for consummate professional expertise 
and indefatigable commitment. The team 
have had to consider how to revive the 
near-utopian idea of high-quality public 
housing that underpins Serpentine 
House. They also needed to demonstrate 
how the modernist housing ideals could 
work in the present day and show the 
way for new residential developments.”    

Kuvatoimisto Kuvio Oy 
 
 

Serpentine House – building a sense of self 
 
“In choosing this year’s winner of the Finlandia Prize for Architecture, I have used a ‘sense of self’ 
as my watch word,” Hannu Väisänen said of his choice. “I asked myself, what is it within 
architecture that allows us to develop a strong sense of self, to grow in ourselves? Of all the 
shortlisted candidates, it is the refurbishment of Serpentine House, which could only have been 
carried out by a dedicated and ambitious architect, that embodies this sense of confidence and 
strength.  If architecture can leave the bling aside and still instil and inspire such confidence and 
self-esteem, it will have achieved something very important indeed.” 



 
Lead designer Mona Schalin praises collaborative effort at Serpentine House 
 
The project to renovate Serpentine House’s southern residential building ran from 2016 to 2018 
and was designed by Kati Salonen and Mona Schalin Arkkitehdit Oy. The approach taken by the 
project team was in many ways unconventional. Mona Schalin was the lead designer on the 
project. 
 
“I’m delighted to say that we were able to carry out the refurbishment project under an ideal set 
of circumstances, with the client, developers, designer and builders all working incredibly well 
together. We were not faced with any difficult compromises, and the client was keen to invest in a 
high-specification result. Although the building is protected, we were able to work flexibly in line 
with the listed status.  To have the opportunity to retain the original natural ventilation system, 
the internal and external finishes and fittings, as we did here, is extremely rare.” 
 
Comprising two separate buildings, Serpentine House stretches to a total length of 287 metres. 
Despite the buildings’ angular shape, the design has succeeded in avoiding a rigid and austere feel 
by setting the units that make up the buildings in a fan-like arrangement that creates a series of 
private and sheltered garden spaces for the residents. The development, which curves its way 
along Helsinki’s Mäkelänkatu, consists of a total of 189 rented properties owned by the City of 
Helsinki. Each of the properties has been designed as a distinct entity within the whole, providing 
residents with unique views of the surrounding area.  
 
The project comprised all bathrooms, kitchens and interior surfaces, as well as the building’s roof, 
external rendering, balconies, doors, windows, communal areas and HVAC systems. Despite the 
extensive scope, the works were carried out broadly in line with the building’s listed status. The 
majority of the windows were repaired, the kitchen fittings were refurbished and, significantly, the 
original natural ventilation system was retained. This energy efficient system will continue to 
reduce maintenance costs and prevent indoor air quality problems in the years ahead. 
 
Alongside the Serpentine House refurbishment project, other projects on the 2019 Finlandia Prize 
for Architecture shortlist were the Helsinki Central Library Oodi, the refurbishment of Jyväskylä 
University’s Main Building, Kruunuvuorenranta Waste Transfer Terminal and Vaaralanpuisto Day 
Care Centre. 
 
Finlandia Prize for Architecture and members of the Pre-Selection Jury 
 
The Finlandia Prize for Architecture is awarded for the design or renovation design of an 
outstanding new building or building complex that has been completed within the past three 
years. The prize may be awarded either to a Finnish or foreign architect, or to an architectural firm 
for a project designed for a location in Finland; or to a Finnish architect or architectural firm for a 
project designed for a location abroad. The recipient of the Finlandia Prize for Architecture is 
chosen by a public figure who is a recognised expert in an area other than architecture. The 
winner is selected from a shortlist of projects chosen by the Pre-Selection Jury. The purpose of the 
prize is to promote the appreciation of high-quality architecture and to highlight the importance of 
architecture in generating cultural value and increasing well-being. 
 



This year’s pre-selection jury comprised Dr Anne Stenros (Chair), architect (SAFA), Professor Mikko 
Heikkinen, architect (SAFA), and Juulia Mikkola, architect (SAFA). Serving as Secretary of the Jury 
was Paula Huotelin, Secretary General of the Finnish Association of Architects (SAFA). 
 
The Finnish Association of Architects (SAFA) is a non-profit professional organisation engaged in 
active efforts to promote architecture and high-quality living environments. Established in 1892, 
SAFA has approximately 3,100 members, all of whom are architects with a university degree. 
Additionally, SAFA has approximately 600 student members. 
  
FOR THE MEDIA 
 
Representatives of the media are invited to attend an interview session on Monday, 7 October 
2019 at 14.00–15.00, followed by a reception to mark the formal presentation of the Finlandia 
Prize for Architecture taking place at Vanha Ylioppilastalo at 16.00–18.00. 
 
Address: Mannerheimintie 3, Helsinki. 
 
Hannu Väisänen’s full comments on the winning project can be found here: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rE_jOvhvgHtxUn72SF4DZUL0hO9J3PF9aBath3YFqlY/edit?
usp=sharing 
 
Media contact: 
Outi Raatikainen, Pink Eminence, outi(at)pinkeminence.fi, tel. +358 50 552 3135 
 
Other inquiries: Paula Huotelin, Secretary General, Finnish Association of Architects (SAFA),  
tel. +358 40 556 2827 
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https://drive.google.com/open?id=1lEEsg-M4qOQizeY0dVUSbw0X5f9ferv2  
 
After October 7th, 17:30 (Finnish time): 
http://www.arkkitehtuurinfinlandia.fi 
 
Website: www.arkkitehtuurinfinlandia.fi 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/ARKFinlandia 
Twitter: twitter.com/ArkfinPrize 
 


